Introduction
Under the Maastricht Treaty, issues relating to the return of persons illegally residing in the European Union fell solely in the competence of the Member States. This legal situation changed on 1 May 1999 with the entry into force of the Amsterdam Treaty, which conferred explicit powers in this eld to the European Community. Art. 63(3)(b) EC now enables the Council to adopt measures within the area of "illegal immigration and illegal residence, including repatriation of illegal residents". The Community's new powers under this article include the external competence to conclude readmission agreements with relevant third countries in order to accelerate and facilitate the return of such persons.
The reason for this transfer of powers was that conviction had gained momentum that individual Member States were no longer able to react appropriately to the increasing dif culties encountered by their competent authorities in the eld of return. These dif culties are linked, among others, to the fact that return measures always require the co-operation of another State, i.e., either the transit country or the country of origin. This is the reason why illegally residing persons often succeed in delaying or, in individual cases, even completely thwarting their return because in the case of absence, loss or destruction of personal travel or identity documents, substitute papers then have to be obtained from the competent embassies or consulates through lenghty identi cation procedures, with the issue of such papers frequently only being possible upon examination by further authorities in the country of origin. Some third-countries even refuse to co-operate for political reasons or -openly or covertly -make readmission contingent upon, e.g., visa facilitation or nancial considerations. Since a continuous presence of illegally residing persons also produces severe nancial and social burden on Member ¤ The author is working in the Asylum and Immigration Unit of the European Commission's Directorate-General Justice and Home Affairs. All views expressed in this article are purely personal and do not necessarily re ect the views of the European Commission.
States, it became clear that a common European response regarding repatriation and, more generally, the ght against illegal immigration had to be found.
In this common response, Community readmission agreements are supposed to play a prominent role as a key tool for a more ef cient management -in partnership with the third countries concerned -of migration ows into the Union. Moreover they will also help to undermine the activities of internationally operating smuggling networks which are behind a signi cant part of the illegal immigration in Europe. Although, at Community level, such agreements are a new "post-Amsterdam" phenomenon, they can partly build upon standard readmission clauses, which have already featured for some years in EU association and co-operation agreements.
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Up until now the European Commission has been authorized to negotiate Community readmission agreements with 11 third-countries or entities and the rst of them are expected to enter into force before the end of 2003. This paper seeks to provide an overview on their current state of negotiations, describe the legal and political context, compare the key elements of the rst three agreements and summarize some of the lessons learned from their negotiations. 
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